Did you know of the Madras Hedgehog?
Zareena, Mookayi and Mari
 Usha came out of the house talking to someone. She saw her daughter Mari along with her friend Zareena at a  distance standing under a tree close to the forest area. They had come for the weekend to Mari’s friend Mookayi’s grandparents house near a forest area outside of Coimbatore. Mari and Zar seemed to be looking down at something. Just then Mooks came out with her grandfather  from behind the house. Usha waved to Mooks and said “What’s happening?”
Mooks left her grandfather and came over to where Usha was standing saying: “The three of us were walking near the edge of the forest area when we saw this small thorny creature going towards the forest. So we went near to see what it was. I told Mari to be quiet but she kept talking loudly to Zar. Suddenly the animal curled into a ball and was motionless. We went close and saw it was about the size of a small coconut. Only it was covered with spines and so we did not touch it. I left Mari and Zar standing there to see what happens. I came to check with Thatha what it could be. He says must be a ‘mull eli’. But it is not a rat”.
Usha laughed and spoke, walking along with Mooks towards where Mari and Zareena were standing: “Your Thatha is right. I remember reading last week about this ‘mull eli’ in an article my friend Vijaysree sent me. She had written about the Madras Hedgehog and a person Dr. Brawin Kumar who works passionately for conserving it. It is called ‘mull eli’ (‘thorny rat’)  in Tamil because people think it looks like a mouse covered with thorns”.
When they reached the spot, they found this small animal still curled up like a ball. They took photos of it with Usha’s mobile. Usha said “If we all are standing here, it will not uncurl and walk. It is afraid and so to protect itself it does this. Let us move away and watch from a distance. You will find it again around here, now that you know where to look”.
So they watched from far and surely but slowly, the thorny ball became like an elongated blob with spikes which started moving. Usha had to restrain the three from running towards it to see from close by warning them it will again curl up. Soon the hedgehog disappeared into the shrubs. The three friends started talking animatedly to each other at once. 
Usha: “If you are not doing anything now, why don’t we go inside and I will show you Vijaysree’s article in my laptop. You three can read up more about it and tell us all what you found out later. Maybe in the evening or tomorrow morning you can come to this spot again to see if your friend ‘mull eli’ is wandering around. 
Mari: “Good idea. We can bring the Mook’s binoculars and Zar’s camera so we can see and take photos from a distance itself”.
Zar: “We could make it our weekend project during our stay here”.
Mooks: “Great. I am sure Thatha and Patti will be able to tell us more about this ‘mull eli’. Then we can write it up for our Jantar Mantar when we go back home. Now that we know what this Madras Hedgehog looks like, we can look for it in Chennai also”.
Usha: “Good to hear all your enthusiasm and plans. But Mooks, I must disappoint you. I thought the same when I first read about it in Vijaysree’s article. But soon there was another article in The Hindu which cleared my misconception. The Madras Hedgehog also called the bare bellied hedgehog. It was discovered in the 1850s in the Madras Presidency and so got its name. In fact, it turns out that it was not sighted near Chennai (then called Madras) city but more to the north, west and south parts of the Madras Presidency. In any case, I am sure you three as usual will dig up a lot of information”.
BOX on Madras Presidency
The Madras Presidency, under British rule, included a large part of southern India (see map). After independence, it was sub-divided into Andhra Pradesh, and parts of Tamil Nadu, Kerala, Karnataka, Telangana, Odisha and the union territory of Lakshadweep. The city of Madras (now called Chennai) was the winter capital of the Presidency and Ootacamund or Ooty, the summer capital. Even Sri Lanka (called Ceylon) was a part of the Madras Presidency for a short time. The map shows the Madras Presidency and the adjacent kingdoms of Mysore, Hyderabad, Cochin, Travancore, and Coorg. So the Madras Presidency was a huge area.
BOX on Interview with Dr Brawin Kumar
Dr Brawin Kumar 
Dr Kumar got his PhD from the prestigious Chinese Academy of Sciences in Beijing, China. He is presently an National Post-doctoral fellow at IISER Tirupati, working in the School of Biology. While researching on the habitat and food habits (they like insects) of hedgehogs, Brawin Kumar has put together a fascinating story about their lives. 
He says that, being insectivores (insect eating), hedgehogs are a friend of farmers and indeed are often found in cattle-grazing fields. Unfortunately, because of their name (and the association with rats), people do not think twice about killing them. They are also killed because people believe that their skin and spines have medicinal powers. 
So he is passionate about conserving the Madras Hedgehog, and is running  a rodent conservation project in Yercaud hills, Salem. As a part of his efforts to save this shy and elusive creature, he has recently published a comic book in Tamil for children in Tamil Nadu, who live in and around the hedgehog’s habitat. 
You can read more about him and his conservation efforts from the excellent interview available on-line at the references listed below, or contact him at brawinkumarwildlife@gmail.com
END OF BOX
Thanks and Photo credits: from the interviews with Dr Kumar:
https://www.natureinfocus.in/interviews/quick-five-brawin-kumar
https://www.thehindu.com/sci-tech/energy-and-environment/meet-the-madras-hedgehog/article33942839.ece
